data. Although there were some differences they concluded: "Because onset and end dates of the growing season were averaged over the entire Tibetan Plateau, the temporal resolution of the data was deemed sufficiently high for detailed analysis."
So they tested whether winter warming might affect the plants' chilling requirements in this cold, high-altitude environment.
They determined the beginning, end and length of the growing season of meadow and steppe vegetation between 1982 and 2006. They then correlated these dates with monthly temperatures for the entire period on record.
For both vegetation types, the timing of spring growth initially advanced but started retreating in the mid-1990s in spite of continual warming. The steppe vegetation also showed an advancing end to the growing season but, combined with the later spring start, overall the growing season shortened.
The researchers found that temperatures in both winter and spring had strong effects on the timing of spring. Although warm springs led to an advance in the growing season, warm conditions in winter caused a delay of the spring phases. "This delay appeared to be related to later fulfilment of chilling requirements," they say.
The researchers believe that these results, although from an extremely cold environment, may have implications for other regions as temperatures continue to rise. "Recent studies have identified historic and projected losses in winter chill in many parts of the world," they write. Changes in seasonal timings and growing periods "may be in store for many regions in the future." They believe further studies of climate-change effects on plant growth timings "may be well advised to take the additional effects of winter warming into consideration". They go on to say: "Such studies could help substantially reduce the amount of unexplained variation in growth timings with temperature and help produce much more accurate projections of future trends than are currently available."
And the small but significant number of species in the earlier studies that did not respond to rising temperatures may increase as temperatures continue to rise.
UK body backs food from cloned animals
Mediawatch: Bernard Dixon looks at the mixed response to the Food Standard Agency's report.
The history of media handling of animal cloning over the past decade or so has been instructive. Given the science-fictional background on human cloning, including Aldous Huxley's Brave New World and Ira Levin's The Boys from Brazil, initial reactions were far cooler than might have been expected. News coverage became frenzied only later when the story acquired the additional, incendiary ingredient of alleged law breaking.
The appearance in Nature (1997, 385, 810-813) of a paper from the Roslin Institute, Edinburgh, describing a viable lamb ('Dolly') derived from an adult mammary cell, triggered a few colourful headlines. In general, however, the report was heralded by accurate, balanced reporting and by well-informed feature articles. Much credit for this goes to the Institute's transparency with journalists. Its media liaison man, Harry Griffin, was especially influential in working with an excellent television production company to develop a film of the work, its background and implications.
Heated debate erupted subsequently, however, when newspapers claimed that beef and milk from cloned cows had illegally entered the human food chain in Britain (Current Biology, 20, R657) . Some reports implied that consumption of these products might be dangerous. But concern centred largely on the lack of labelling (considered important for consumers wishing to avoid these products) and on assertions that farmers had transgressed the law.
When, much more recently, in November, the UK's Food Standard's Beginnings: Although British researchers created Dolly, the first cloned mammal, the technology's use in agriculture has been developed elsewhere. (Photo: Phototake Science/Photolibrary.) Agency (FSA), announced that meat and milk from cloned cows was safe to eat, a striking aspect of media activity was the contrast between fulsome reports in the 'upmarket' newspapers and minimal coverage in the mass circulation tabloids, some of which ignored the announcement entirely. Presumably this reflected their responses to inherently reassuring news.
"Cloned meat declared safe to eat" ran a banner headline across the top of page 1 of The Daily Telegraph on 26 November. Beneath, Consumer Affairs Editor Harry Wallop relayed comments from Andrew Wadge, the FSA's Chief Scientist, that an independent study by the Advisory Committee on Novel Foods and Processes (ACNFP) had shown no material differences between meat or milk from cloned and conventionally reared cattle. His remarks paved the way for these products to be made available in UK shops, and was "the clearest indication yet that the controversial farming practice could be accepted officially".
The background to the study was unusual. Referring to the row over the allegedly illegal presence in the UK human food chain of food from cloned animals, Wallop explained the dilemma facing the ACNFP at that time. "The advisory committee could not issue a safety ruling because it had not received an application from a producer wanting to sell milk or meat from a cloned animal," he wrote. So the FSA, "keen to try to clear up the complex issue, commissioned an investigation into a hypothetical request to sell products from cloned cattle."
The article included a cautionary comment from Dairy UK that, while evidence was "piling up" on the safety of food from cloned animals, uncertainty remained as to whether farmers would "battle against public opinion and submit an application to sell milk". On behalf of the RSPCA, David Bowles said that, although there appeared to be growing acceptance that some forms of milk and meat could be allowed for human consumption, the RSPCA's opposition was based on welfare issues. "The scientific studies are clear: animals suffer and are more likely to die during the cloning process."
In a similar article in The Guardian, David Batty reported the FSA as stating that it would be impossible to set up a regime to trace and label food coming from farms with cloned animals. He also highlighted an unresolved problem arising from a European Commission proposal to ban such food.
Meanwhile, under the headline "Food from cloned cow safe to eat", a brief piece by Daily Mirror Science Editor Mike Swain informed readers that the FSA verdict could mean food from cloned animals being in the shops "soon". The Daily Express, on the other hand, provided a comment from the Soil Association that "there are many unanswered questions on the issue of cloning animalsboth ethical and practical -and insufficient regulation. Not only does cloning have a negative impact on animal welfare, we also have no long-term evidence for the impacts on health."
The Daily Mail amplified these concerns and added others. "Animal welfare campaigners, including the RSPCA and Compassion in World Farming, insist cloning is cruel. There are high levels of premature miscarriage, organ failure and gigantism among clones," wrote Consumer Affairs Editor Sean Poulter. "Consumer research in Britain and Europe shows huge opposition among the public, while supermarkets have made clear they do not want cloned farm food."
Perhaps the most telling aspect of the coverage was a large number of radio and TV items introduced by words such as "A government advisory committee has concluded that meat and milk from cloned cows poses no dangers to human health. But are they really safe?" Although the items were all reassuring, this last question will have left many listeners with suspicions.
A week later, another Daily Mail (4 December) front page splash ("Minister rejects ban despite health and animal welfare fears. Cloned Meat Gets Go-Ahead") claimed that government ministers "want to allow the unrestricted sale of meat and milk from so-called Frankenstein animals". The decision, Sean Poulter said, would trigger "a fierce consumer backlash".
Bernard Dixon is the European editor of the American Association for Microbiology.
New support for polar bears and tigers
Two events have bolstered conservation efforts. Nigel Williams reports.
Two iconic threatened mammals won improved protection in different moves last month but conservationists were concerned that even more will be needed to help secure the future for polar bears and tigers.
The Obama administration announced that an area of more than 187,000 square miles of mostly ice off the north coast of Alaska is now designated as a protected area for polar bears.
Tom Strickland, assistant secretary for fish and wildlife parks, announcing the protected area, said: "This critical habitat designation enables us to work with federal partners to ensure their actions within its boundaries do not harm polar bear populations. Nevertheless, the greatest threat to the polar bear is the melting of its sea ice caused by human-induced climate change. We will continue to work toward comprehensive strategies for the long-term survival of this iconic species."
The designated area includes large parts of Beaufort and Chukchi seas. About 96 per cent of the area is sea ice. But the new move does not mean an automatic ban on drilling or other activities in the area, only that any application will be subject to review. The strength of this review process will be tested quickly, with decisions pending on whether to let drilling go ahead.
The Centre for Biological Diversity has long campaigned for the endangered status for the polar bear, with the cause of its decline as reduction in sea ice as a result of the effects of human activity on climate change. George Bush's administration eventually agreed to the threatened status rather than endangered, which would have led to greater protection. This decision is currently subject to a court challenge.
The two populations of polar bears in the US both live within the new designated area. Populations are also found in Canada and Russia.
